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Early History of Accounting
By

OLGA PANOS

Have you ever wondered how account
ing came into being ? Let us delve into the
past and see.
One thousand years before Christ we
find a firm of bankers, Egibi and Sons in
the land of Babylon. This firm caters to
officials, private investors and even the
King of Babylon. It collects taxes, changes
money and issues bills of exchange. The
employees are busily making entries of the
day’s transactions on clay tablets.

Over at the temple, we find the scribes,
the chief accounting officers, recording re
ceipts and disbursements of all property
coming into the temple. The scribes are
well educated in the four R’s—reading
’ritin’, ’rithmetic and record keeping. Many
a scribe paid for a major mistake with his
life.
Leaving Babylon and advancing about
ten centuries to the merry land of England,
we find Henry I conferring with his coun
cil about a new type of annual accounting
record called the Pipe Roll, so called be
cause it resembles a tubular pipe when it is
rolled up. This record, compiled on sheep
skin, states the taxes, debts and other
liabilities due to the crown. A generation
later, Henry II created a separate depart
ment called the Exchequer for the purpose
of keeping accurate records of the royal
revenues.

For complete records of double entry
bookkeeping we must go to Genoa, Italy.
About the first decade of the fifteenth cen
tury we find Soranzo and Brothers keeping
ledgers and also such accounts as “Profit
and Loss” and “Capital.”

Also in Italy, about the time Columbus
discovered America, we find Frater Luca
Pacioli who wrote the first important book
on double-entry bookkeeping. According to
this book, three major account books were
kept: the memorandum, the journal and
the ledger. In the memorandum were kept
all the transactions of the merchant, hour
by hour and day by day. These were
transferred into the second book called the
journal in which all the debits were pre

ceded by the word “per” followed by two
horizontal lines and then the word “a” fol
lowed by the credit. For example, if pacioli
received cash, the transaction would be
records as follows: Per Cash—A Capital
of myself. I have so many ducats in my
possession of such and such.
Entries were transferred from the jour
nal to the ledger very much like our
method today.
Frater Pacioli, a Franciscan monk,
seems to have been a philosopher as well
as an author. “Who does nothing makes
no mistakes; who makes no mistakes learns
nothing” was his favorite expression. “Ac
counts are nothing else than the expres
sion in writing of the arrangement of his
affairs which the merchant keeps in his
mind” is Frater Pacioli’s definition that
in history. Admission was difficult; only
persons of outstanding talent and integrity
were accepted as members.

Contrary to general opinion, accounting
is old—not new.

Old Bulletin Copies
A notable New York collector of ac
counting memorabilia is interested in com
pleting his file of The Woman C. P. A.
which starts with Vol. 5, Copy 2. If any
members have duplicates or are no longer
interested in keeping their back copies,
your editor will be pleased to forward
them.

Nothing New Under the Sun!
I hold every man a debtor to his profes
sion; from that which as men, of course,
do seek to receive countenance and profit
so ought they of duty to endeavor them
selves by way of amends to be a help and
ornament thereunto.
—Francis Bacon (1561-1626)
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